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On March 18, former Guatemalan President Alfonso Portillo (2000-2004) told a Federal District Court
in Manhattan that he accepted US$1.5 million in bribes from the Taiwanese government in exchange
for his country’s continued diplomatic recognition of the island in its long-standing dispute with
China.
Portillo, 62, said the money was laundered through US banks and admitted that "these transactions
were designed, in part, to conceal and disguise the source and ownership of the money." He pleaded
guilty to one count of conspiracy to launder money and agreed not to appeal any prison sentence
between four and six years.
In January 2010, the Guatemalan police captured Portillo as he attempted to flee the country a
day after US authorities charged him with laundering US$70 million through US bank accounts
and requested his extradition (NotiCen, Jan. 16, 2003, Feb. 26, 2004, and Feb. 18, 2010). Although a
Guatemalan court found him not guilty of embezzling US$15 million from the country’s Ministerio
de Defensa during his term in office, Portillo was unable to walk free because of the pending
extradition request, which was finally granted by former President Álvaro Colom (2008-2012) as he
was leaving office in late 2011.
After a protracted legal battle in which his defense team unsuccessfully appealed Portillo’s
extradition, in August 2013 he was taken from a military hospital where he was recovering from liver
surgery and a heart condition and was placed on a plane bound for New York. This is the first time
that a Guatemalan president has faced corruption charges in a foreign court (NotiCen, Jan. 5, 2012).

Francisco Flores faces congressional inquiry
As Portillo’s trial in the US unfolds, former Salvadoran President Francisco Flores (2000-2004) faces a
congressional inquiry in his country for allegedly misusing millions of dollars in funds from Taiwan
(NotiCen, Jan. 16, 2014). Flores has admitted receiving checks worth US$10 million from Taiwan
during the last two years of his administration but insists they were not for his personal use.
Flores says such "donations" were not unusual, and he insists that the money was passed on
through the appropriate channels. President Mauricio Funes, however, claims that the money never
reached the government programs it was intended for and was deposited in a bank in the Bahamas
instead.
After Flores failed to show up to one of the latest hearings, President Funes claimed that he had
tried to flee to Guatemala and had been detained at the La Hachadura border crossing by migration
officers and sent back to El Salvador. Flores denies this and claims that he decided not to cross the
border to attend a business meeting in Guatemala and returned of his own volition. The former
president insists that the investigation is a politically motivated witch-hunt instigated by President
Funes.
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Taiwanese cooperation aid under scrutiny
Both cases have brought Taiwan’s policies toward Central America under intense scrutiny. The
day after Portillo told Judge Robert Patterson that he had received bribes from the Taiwanese
government, Guatemalan Foreign Minister Fernando Carrera told the local media that he had
discovered that the Ministerio de Relaciones Exteriores (MINEX) was receiving an annual US$1
million "donation" from the Taiwanese government.
This admission could be potentially embarrassing for the administration of President Otto Pérez
Molina and has fuelled speculation that successive Guatemalan governments have been on Taipei’s
payroll for years.
Tomás Chen, a spokesperson for the Taiwanese Embassy in Guatemala, admitted that the fund
existed but claimed the donation had not been made directly to MINEX and was part of the
resources donated to the Sistema de Integración Centroamericana (SICA) as part of a US$1.7 million
program that aims to support and strengthen the regional integration process.
During the past decade, Taiwan has become increasingly apprehensive regarding China’s attempts
to lure away its Central American and Caribbean partners (Costa Rica, for example, severed
diplomatic ties with Taiwan and initiated ties with China in 2007 [NotiCen, June 14, 2007]). The
tiny Asian nation has thus encouraged frequent and highly publicized exchanges of official visits,
with a core roster of Central American and Caribbean leaders streaming steadily through Taipei
through the years, and it has aggressively pursued bilateral free-trade agreements with the member
countries of the Central American Free Trade Agreement (CAFTA).
For more than a decade, Taiwan has also funded a vast array of infrastructure projects throughout
the isthmus as well as a number of cooperation-aid programs. One of the largest projects funded
by Taiwanese cooperation aid in Guatemala was the construction of a highway linking Guatemala
City to the eastern municipality of Sanarate. Taiwan agreed to fund the project provided that the
Guatemalan government awarded the contract to a Taiwanese construction company.
The contract was awarded to the Overseas Engineering & Construction Company (OECC), a
Taiwanese company that was later accused of embezzlement by Aceros Prefabricados S.A. (APSA), a
Guatemalan subcontractor that was awarded a contract to build the Corozal Bridge.
Other major projects include the construction of the Instituto Tecnológico Guatemala-Sur, a
vocational-training center built with a US$2 million Taiwanese donation, the restoration of the
Capuchinas and Sor Juana de Maldonado convents in Antigua Guatemala, the construction of a
training center for small businesses that wish to become exporters, a showroom in the Ministry
of Economic Affairs to exhibit the products of local businesses and craft cooperatives, a US
$285,000 project to fight hunger and malnutrition, and the donation of 1,490 motorbikes for the
Guatemalan police force. Added to this, at least 15 Guatemalan university students have been
awarded scholarships each year to study in Taiwanese universities.
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